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A Historical Synopsis of Over-feminized
Local Governance in Neoliberal Turkey
SEZEN YARAŞ
Department of Political Science and Public Administration, Bilkent University, Ankara, Turkey
ABSTRACT In Turkey, important decentralization measures were taken after the 1980s. The
new administrative model gave local governments the role of dealing with social exclusion
while financing social welfare expenditures through entrepreneurial investment of their non-
material resources. This study is an attempt to discuss how such a challenge for local govern-
ments has been resolved through the analysis of gendering impacts of three decentralization
reform programs.
Introduction
The literature on the relationship between gender and state presents local govern-
ments as a particular realm of study due to the emphasis on their distinct role in
providing more and variant participatory channels for women, compared to
national-level politics. Due to local governmental institutions being more spatially
accessible, it is argued that they are better at motivating more women to play
active roles, for resolving the gendered democratic deficit and hence more gender-
aware distribution of resources.1 As stressed by Alkan, “indicators offered by avail-
able international statistical data and observations of many researchers point out that
women’s formal political involvement at the local level is stronger than that at the
national level for the majority of states.”2 Therefore, the argument follows that decen-
tralization is beneficial for increasing women’s active engagement in politics and
hence functional in terms of resolving gendered inequalities by increasing the
number of women politicians.
However, this idealized definition of local governments does not allow the analysis
of structural and functional differences among local governments themselves in
different historical periods or from one country to another. Decentralization is not
a uniform experience and the forces and legitimacy structures behind institutionaliza-
tion are open to spatiotemporal reading. In other words, it might be helpful to make a
distinction between two ways of using the term “decentralization,” which are
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decentralization as an ideology and decentralization as a process of administrative
and legislative reform.
Decentralization as an ideology refers to an ahistorical definition of local govern-
ments that is idealized in terms of its bringing about increased control of local actors
on the decision making mechanisms and enabling direct participation of citizens.
Local governments are argued to be critical actors in both coordinating the partici-
pation of different local groups as well as increasing the participatory capacities of
different stakeholders that will be influenced by these decisions. Thus, rather than
being institutions that implement the decisions taken at the central level, with decen-
tralization, the local governments’ sources of legitimacy shift to representation of
local interests and the possibility of high pressure of local politicians for keeping
them more accountable. Therefore, decentralization is argued to be functional in
opening up various channels of participation in order to hold the local governments
more accountable “downwards” rather than “upwards.”3 Decentralization as a
process of administrative reform, on the other hand, does not have a universal
form and which groups have “local actor” status and how their status as such is legit-
imized differs from one spatiotemporal context to another.
If decentralization is analyzed through its second usage, the contextual variables
and how the strategy of local governance is discursively framed in the decentraliza-
tion policies in a given time become the material of analysis for studying its impact in
terms of women’s substantive representation. “Nearly all countries worldwide are
now experimenting with decentralization . . . seen as a solution to many different
kinds of problems.”4 Rather than analyzing the issue of female representation at
the local level as a separate realm of analysis, how it is framed in interaction with
these various problems in different contexts might introduce a distinct framework
to discuss gender-specific characteristics of decentralization.
One common problematic discussed in examples from different decentralization
processes within the context of neoliberal transformations is social policy and
social inclusion-related challenges for local governments in welfare state retrench-
ment. Increased social inclusion roles of municipalities as a policy response to
these challenges have been discussed through the analysis of various cases.5
Another common problematic in the contexts of neoliberal decentralization is the
new entrepreneurial characteristics of the cities and restructuring of local govern-
ments for their developing strategic plans that will promote economic growth and
competitiveness at the local level.6 How different versions of dealing with these
two challenges in different spatiotemporal contexts affect and are affected by the gen-
dered dynamics of their distinct socioeconomic environment might suggest deepen-
ing of discussions about female representation in local governments. Different
strategies of dealing with these challenges, various versions of strategic partnership
between public, private and informal groups and how these strategies interact with
the “spatial specificity of gender relations”7 introduce a distinct material to discuss
various gendered dynamics of decentralization processes. This kind of conceptualiz-
ation of decentralization “does not ‘fix’ the who, where, when and how of substantive
representation of women in advance but traces over time the critical actors, sites and






























dynamics in context.”8 This study is an attempt to make use of the analytical tools of
such perspective of decentralization to analyze the gender-related dynamics of three
decentralization reform periods in Turkey since the 1980s.9
Engendering Decentralization Reforms in Neoliberal Turkey
One of the most important aims of decentralization in the 1980s’ Turkey was to deal
with the challenges of rapid urbanization that characterized the period after economic
liberalization. In Bugra’s words, “It is the objective of controlling the rapidly accel-
erating expansion of gecekondu (squatter areas) that forms the rationale behind the
extended powers of municipal governments.”10 Therefore, in Turkey, the crisis of
social inclusion and social reproduction in the urban context corresponds to an
increasing policy-related interest in the administrative reforms about decentralization
and restructuring of local governments.
The resources given to local governments during these reform periods are mostly
non-material, such as the right to urban planning, right to privatize the municipal ser-
vices or selective application of the regulations. Hence, another challenge for the
local governments is to generate their own resources for the local governmental ser-
vices in the context of “deregulation, non-public budget administrative units and pri-
vatization.”11 A parallel reading of the economic programs and the social inclusion
programs of the decentralization reforms of 1984, 1994 and 2004 reveals that the
municipal economic planning strategies have been framed as investment on urban
land, local capital and urban regeneration, respectively.
The first redistribution and social inclusion program was based on amnesty law for
squatters to resolve not only their housing needs but also benefit from the increasing
exchange value of urban land. Thus, the problem of social inclusion was defined in
terms of the socioeconomic conditions of the squatter areas and the redistribution of
their share from the urban rent within this group was left to the solidarity relations
among themselves. In the second period, the question of social inclusion was
planned to be resolved through local actors of social assistance and the reproduction
of local solidarity ties as a moral entity. Finally the social inclusion discourse in the
third period was based on empowering the “human capital.”
In all the strategies, the reproduction of these social inclusion mechanisms was
conducted by women as the reproducers of solidarity ties among the squatters, and
the builders of social safety and social assistance networks. Female participation in
these systems of local governance has been a derivative of the social inclusion dis-
courses embedded in the local economic development programs. When the local gov-
ernments and the decentralization reforms are contextualized as such, it is possible to
argue that the gendered dynamics of local governments is more complex than the
physical presence or absence of women in local governmental decision-making
mechanisms. When women’s representation is reduced to their role in social repro-
duction the content of which has been predetermined, their access to local govern-
ments “requires obedience, tribute and contribution, and can thus be a































terms of decentralization in Turkey, in 1984, 1994 and 2004, are discussed in terms of
such claustrophobic implications for women and what this might be suggesting for
the feminist methodology of research on gender and local politics.
The 1980s: Post-industrial Urban Governance and Women as Reproducers of
Solidarity
In the scholarly literature about local governments in Turkey, the decentralization
reform package of 1984 is usually referred as a turning point. First, with these
reforms, local governments were no longer only responsible for implementing
decisions taken by central governments but were equipped with certain rights regard-
ing the governing of the city space. Second, these reforms were important in introdu-
cing a different approach to the question of immigration and social inclusion in the
urban context. In the previous local governmental policies, the main problematic
about governing the city had mostly been defined as “over-urbanization”13 or “fast
depeasantization and slow worker-ization,” referring to the cities growing faster
than their industrial bases.14 Hence, the question of increasing urbanization and
squatter housing’s being the main housing strategy of the immigrants were seen as
issues to be resolved with increased economic development.
The “new” urban dwellers became the focus of interest for Turkish local politicians
in terms of their housing and working conditions. Squatter housing (Gecekondu-
laşma) was the main term defining the former and the “growing informal sector”
as well as the “cheap and flexible labor with no social security” defining the latter.
The squatters were depicted as an oppressed, disadvantaged social group and the
local governments were attributed a “father” role.15 At this “transition” stage, the
informal ties of reciprocity and solidarity at the gecekondu areas were functional
for preventing social unrest. Townsmen (hemşehri) networks that were founded
upon sentiments of coming from the same place were very functional in terms of
“facilitating cooperation and solidarity among the emigrants of the same locality
during the settlement of the new inhabitants in large cities.”16
The perception about these squatter areas’ temporary status ended with the
amnesty law of 1984 that was part of a bigger decentralization reform package.
With that package, local governments were granted significant non-material
resources, such as “selective implementation of their regulatory powers particularly
in the areas of urban planning, the issuing of construction licenses, and the enforce-
ment of zoning and building codes.”17 In order to analyze the significance of these
resources, it should be noted that it was the period of economic liberalization and
deregulation that had a direct impact on the socioeconomic structure of the city space.
After the implementation of open market rules, the big cities where industrial
centers were located started to be transformed. Big industries at the center of the
cities were replaced with more foreign capital-attracting sectors. As Erkip indicates,
in Turkey “industry has left the urban core since 1980s due to high land prices and the
state incentives given to the adjacent cities to decentralize industry.”18 At this time of
urban transformation and increased competition for urban land, the amnesty law “did






























not only legalize the illegally built squatter houses but also allowed the owners to add
a maximum of four storeys to their buildings.”19
When gecekondu areas were legalized, infrastructural investments meant increased
exchange value of squatter houses at a time when the exchange value of urban land
itself was increasing. Thus, distributing the urban rent to these groups as an income
source was targeted to compensate for the lack of industrial development. Such way
of managing immigrants’ economic and social conditions was supposed to be transi-
tory, meaning the institutionalization of a particular form of interaction between local
political authorities and the squatter inhabitants.
Rather than being seen as temporary groupings, political parties started negotiating
with notables of hometown groupings and organizations; and they started being
nominated and elected for municipality councils. In other words, within this decen-
tralization program, rather than being the objects of concerns about urban unrest,
they were framed as the subjects that represented the interests of their communities.
The political parties started to “prefer candidates originating from regions strongly
represented amongst non-indigenous city inhabitants.”20 Thus, it can be argued
that the local governments were exchanging their non-material resources with the
provision of social welfare in these solidarity groupings. Therefore, the decentraliza-
tion process in the 1980s in a way functioned to give informal networking ties a kind
of formal role as local actors.
The new strategy of urban planning and social inclusion consisted of the network-
ing of the local politicians with the gecekondu “notables” and their social solidarity
ties. Although the amnesty law is usually analyzed in the framework of clientelism
and short-term populist policies in exchange for votes, this type of decentralization
was useful for decreasing the cost of social expenditure. In other words, this can
also be studied as a distinct way of “embedding” the neoliberal transformations
through the new decentralization policies by subcontracting the provision of social
services and redistribution to the immigrants’ solidarity networks mostly based on
coming from the same hometown.
As White indicates, the strong ties of redistribution among the relatives, people
immigrating to the city from the same hometown and neighbors provide a very sig-
nificant source of social welfare.21 Thus, it can be argued that affirming the informal
ties of social welfare was functioning as the social policy of the local governments.
Thus, decentralization reform program consisted of the implementation of the
amnesty law and resolving the economic problems of the immigrant by giving
them a share from the urban rent. In other words, “the distribution of high urban
land and real estate rents among various segments of the society as a redistribution
strategy, the urbanization process was financed and the immense problems of urban-
ization were planned to be resolved.”22
As far as the gendered implications of this type of decentralization is concerned,
the representation of the hometown-based informal groups as a “black box” or as
an individual in itself23 was far from leading to introduction of gender-aware policies
and increasing women’s active participation. Such an exchange between local gov-































reproduction of these solidarity ties a new status. Since it was these solidarity groups
that were represented as a whole, local governments’ strategy of social reproduction
or redistribution in this period is based on the affirmation of the redistributive
relations and survival strategies within these groups.
The reproduction of the community-based social ties and the social safety net
through the mutual aid mechanism within these ties is a gendered process in the
sense that the daily reproduction of the community networks through intimate con-
tacts with the group members such as communal care for the children, elderly and
sick as well as reproducing the rituals of the “hometown” is performed by women.
Especially under the conditions of deregulation and decreasing social expenditure,
these hometown- or kinship-based communities made it possible for these group
members to not only survive but also “gradual establishment of land rights, finding
regular cash employment, securing their children’s education, providing their chil-
dren with houses and reaching a moderate level of well-being.”24 Thus, the redistri-
bution of the income among the community members and the social reproduction of
these communal ties, which were conducted by the women members of these groups,
served as the social welfare provision mechanism in this system of urban
management.
It can be argued that the system of local governance was based on gendered div-
ision of labor; men networking with local governors in order to have a share in the
distribution of resources and women networking among relatives and hometown-
based groupings to reproduce relations of redistribution. Hence, the implementation
of the decentralization policies fixed women’s role as reproducers of community ties.
Women had already been performing these roles before the reforms; however, the
local governments cooperating with these informal groupings limited them to these
roles only. Women could be elected as local politicians due to the gendered charac-
teristics of the political capital. Also, their access to these institutions could take place
only in terms of demanding certain benefits for the family and community. Therefore,
rather than lack of elected women local politicians in the Turkish context, such a gen-
dered division of labor in the local governmental structure is important for discussing
the decentralization–women’s representation problematic in this period.
The 1990s: Local Development and Women as Local Community Builders
The system of local governance explained above started to fail as the solidarity ties in
question lost their legitimacy due to their no longer being functional in resolving the
problems of redistribution in the urban space. First, the commodification of these
squatter areas has brought the dissolution of the previous non-hostile public
opinion about these “disadvantaged” groups due to their having equal standards
with the tax payer city dwellers.25 Second, there was an increasing social unrest
since income distribution was deteriorating and Turkey was ranked among the
seven countries that had the worst income distribution.26 Third, there was the issue
of forced migration. However, the new immigrants did not have a chance to get
into free housing in the squatter areas due to commodification of the squatter houses.






























After the 1990s, waves of Kurdish migrants from Southeastern Anatolia immi-
grated to the big cities for security reasons.27 The previous solidarity groups based
on hometown were no longer available for the newcomers due to the changing
socio-spatial context of gecekondu settlements. The legalization of gecekondu
areas turned them into “gated communities” of their own since they were no
longer available to the new migrants as flexible solutions. It is in this period when
informal networks based on kinship or co-locality (hemsehri) ties could no longer
serve as social integration and social reproduction mechanisms. In other words,
“the increasing competition for urban resources affected the nature of solidarity net-
works of migrants.”28 Thus, allying with these groups was no more functional for
dealing with the problems of social inclusion and there was need for a new form
of planning the provision of social welfare in the urban context.
The worsening of income distribution brought the “protection of social peace”29
into the agenda of local governments again. The previous local governmental
regime was blamed for its corrupt and clientelist measures for the purposes of increas-
ing its votes. Thus, the local governments of the post-1990s’ Turkey can be analyzed
in terms of the adaptation of a new mode of organization and discourse to resolve the
emergent crisis of social reproduction and inclusion.
First, new national and international actors started being involved in the reform
period. The European Chart of Local Self Government was signed in 1992 and
came into force in 1993.30 Bank of Cities (İller Bankası), the institution providing
low-interest credits for municipalities, was no longer available for local governmental
expenditures due to their high debts. The World Bank instead was one of the impor-
tant actors resorted to for credit in 1994. Also, Turkish Industry and Business Associ-
ation (Türk Sanayicileri ve İşadamları Derneği) prepared a local government reform
suggestion program. Thus, in the context of the 1990s, local entrepreneurs, pro-
fessional associations and international entities started to become important local
actors and a new mode of cooperation among these actors started to take place. In
other words, “there was a new allocation scheme for the responsibilities of public,
private, voluntary and household groups and new programs of action through
cooperation among these groups.”31
The new discourse of local development and competitive localities started to frame
the resource-generation activities of the local governments. The new local govern-
ance strategy, referred to as the second phase of neoliberal urban governance,32 con-
sisted of the invention of the locality itself as a communal actor that would bring new
basis of cooperation among various groups and a new model of economic develop-
ment through the local culture and identities. The mode of accumulation was
mediated particularly through the networking of international organizations, business
associations, voluntary associations and local governments. The main term that func-
tioned as the basis of cooperation in this period was “local capital” and “community
empowerment,” meaning the mobilization of various social networking ties and alli-
ances at the local level. This period fits into what Nalbandian describes as the increas-
































In terms of the social inclusion model within this new local development strategy,
the provision of social welfare under the local development paradigm consisted of
both the mobilization and the redistribution of local resources through a cooperative
process. The new local actors consisted of “philanthropists and NGOs in the pro-
vision of social care and assistance and microcredit schemes to foster entrepreneur-
ship among the poor promoted by international organizations such as the World
Bank.”34 This new discourse of locality and local capacity building through the
cooperation of various local actors provided a different form of relationship
between local community and local politicians. The fractured nature of the previous
regime that consisted of various solidarity groups started to be replaced by a more
centralized version of solidarity that consisted of cooperation of various groups for
the well-being of the “locality.”
Social inclusion and redistribution became the responsibility of this local commu-
nity itself as a whole under this new strategy of development. The local governments
became institutions that mediated the relations of social assistance. In other words, as
White indicates “it is important to remember that people involved in local network
politics perceive themselves as practicing community, not just doing politics.”35 In
the decentralization reform programs, there was a shift of meaning of hemsehri
from the town of origin to the people living in the same neighborhood. In this
period, rather than the “representation” of solidarity groups in the local politics
through the clientelist ties with the local politicians, the arena of local politics
itself and the way it was practiced started to imitate the networking styles of these
solidarity groups. In other words, the subject of local politics becomes
Acknowledging the role of cultural norms in political mobilizing rather than
simply conducting business as usual, engaging in top-down campaigning and
bidding for local loyalties by establishing themselves as patrons or allying
themselves with local patrons who are then expected to deliver the votes of
their clients.36
The very practice of local politics started to change its hierarchical form and the
relationship between the local politicians and the constituency started to get more
horizontal and “intimate.” The local politicians were expected to be “one of them.”
Local politicians were expected to “be with them in good as well as bad days by par-
ticipating in the organization of the weddings and circumcision ceremonies, as well as
visiting the sick and elderly.”37 Databases were prepared by the municipalities in
order to keep the records of the needs of the people in order “to match the potential
voters with the most appropriate party workers, for example, dispatching to newly
arrived urban migrant party workers from their town or village of origin.”38 Thus,
unlike the previous regime, it was the local governmental offices that brought
people from the same hometown together and kept these informal relations alive as
well as developing their interaction with other local initiatives targeting similar
purposes.






























When these characteristics of the local governments in this context are taken into
account, the issue of women’s political participation at the local level can be read in
terms of the changing gendered dynamics of cooperation between the local politicians
and the constituencies. As discussed above, the task of making everyone feel a sense
of belonging and responsibility in the economic, social and cultural development of
the locality was managed in a gendered manner. Women started to take part in the
institutions of local politics, especially at the political party level. Under these circum-
stances, local governments recruited women for building community-like ties with
the constituency. Women branches of the political parties were present in the informal
associational activities such as “sewing groups, religious meetings, community
centers and women’s visiting days (gün).”39 Since such practice of politics fits into
the behavioral repertoire of women, this new regime of municipal management com-
pensated for its lack of political capital. Thus, women’s participation in local politics
during this period should not be discussed in isolation from the overall regime of gov-
erning the city.
Women were active in local politics not as elected local politicians but as “nerve
cells” of “local identity” constructed as a strategy to deal with the challenges of
social inclusion. However, their participation was limited to women branches of
the political parties. In other words, “Although playing a crucial role in mobilizing
the constituency, women have been systematically excluded from decision-making
mechanisms of their party and their activities have been confined to separate auxiliary
organizations called Women’s Branches.”40 Thus, the strategy of the local govern-
ment in this period was gendered not only in terms of the role played in reproducing
the local ties but also in terms of women’s exclusion from decision-making mechan-
isms. Thus, “informal activism and formal leadership were gender-segregated
fields”41 of local politics of that period. The inclusion of new local actors through
decentralization measures did not lead to plurality and increased democratic partici-
pation. Rather, the construction of “local” identity as a resource for development
brought mobilization of resources for the development of the locality as a whole.
The local governments became responsible for managing the community as an
organic entity. Women’s participation in that context was again reduced to over-
feminized roles that functioned as sensitive receptors of social needs that sent the
input to local governmental centers.
2004 and Beyond: “Urban Regeneration” and Women as Upgraders of Locality
In 2001, the Turkish economy faced one of the most severe economic crises in its
history. This brought along important economic measures. As part of these measures,
a new legislation about local governments was introduced with the 2004 reform
package, attributing new roles on economic and social development of the city to
local governments. The economic program that was initiated by the “globalization-
oriented urban coalitions” briefly consisted of “gentrifying the city to please the
































According to these new reforms, for the first time, gecekondu construction was
criminalized and the municipalities were authorized with the implementation of the
transformation project of these urban lands.43 The officials were also authorized to
develop regeneration plans for the historical zones and with the right to restore the
historical remains. The municipalities were given the authority to gentrify the ghet-
toized and dysfunctional areas as well as protecting the natural and cultural heritage
of the region. Thus, after the decentralization programs, transformation of the city
became an important municipality agenda. The urban space became an arena of pro-
jects on “Highly convincing nature centers, hotels, offices, recreational areas and
marinas.”44
With the urban land becoming vital for entrepreneurial activities and for the attrac-
tion of foreign tourists and investors, the gecekondu land came into the agenda of
local governments again. In accordance with the new model of investing on urban
land, the gecekondu dwellers were to move to the new units and expected to pay
the difference between the cost of these units and the exchange value of the land
of their gecekondu. In addition to the economic development of the city, the local
governments were given important roles for the “social development” of the city
dwellers. Critical posts in social services that used to be the responsibility of the
central state were transferred to local governments.
According to this reform package, “taking into account local preferences, health,
educational, cultural, social assistance related, tourism, environmental, agricultural,
stock-breeding, construction and transportation services will be provided at provin-
cial level.”45 The metropolitan municipalities were given the responsibility of
opening centers to serve the social and cultural needs of children and the youth, as
well as dealing with the health, education and social needs of the disadvantaged
groups such as the elderly, disabled and poor. The municipalities were responsible
for creating Counseling Boards to develop policies on empowering children, the dis-
abled and women.46 Within the same context, the local governments were responsible
for creating social service facilities as well as opening vocational schools for devel-
oping professional skills of especially disadvantaged groups and increasing employ-
ment. In the relevant policy documents, these social-service centers were framed as
places where “self-dependent, productive individuals are raised for the development
of the society and the family.”47 Hence, it was not only the city space that became the
subject of “upgrading” but also the personal development of city dwellers
themselves.
The assumption was that “poor households do not invest enough in their human
capital, and are thus caught in a vicious cycle of intergenerational transmission of
poverty, with children dropping out of school and destined to suffer the long-term
effects of deprivation.”48 Thus, according to the new formulation of the social
inclusion program, the dwellers of gecekondu, framed as “spaces of decay” or “dis-
tressed areas,” were victims of their disadvantaged conditions. Thus, the new mode of
local governance was based more on “transformation” or eradication of the previous
forms of networking with the constituency, referred to as new localism or new public
management.






























In the previous strategies discussed, informal ties and reciprocal relations among the
“disadvantageous” groups were either affirmed or were to be rehabilitated. However,
the latest reform program defined these relations as dysfunctional, unsustainable and
serving for the reproduction of poverty. Empowerment, upgrading and performance
were key paradigms that formed the basis of this new regime of urban governance.
The main issue was not helping or assisting local groups in the provision of daily
needs but making them more productive and efficient through investing in their
“human capital” to make sure that they could provide these needs themselves. The
target of empowerment was “the poor and the disadvantaged should result in their
gaining more voice and presence in decision-making arenas and hence they are no
longer ‘beneficiaries’ or ‘clients of the state’ but empowered, active citizens capable
of formulating their own needs.”49 Thus, community-based development and social
inclusion strategies were replaced by individual performance and efficiency-based
economic and social policies. As Ayata and Tütüncü indicate, the gendered impli-
cations of such stress on individual empowerment can be followed from the policy
measures which stress that “Not only because women make up half of our population,
but also because they are primarily effective for raising healthy generations, they should
be considered as individuals before everything else.”50
During this period, women’s participation in decision-making bodies became an
important agenda. Political parties arranged education programs to increase female
political literacy as well as developing leadership skills. Education was underlined
as an important step for women politicians. Eventually, these educated women
started to be nominated and elected for positions within decision-making mechanisms
of local governments. Although, the number of women local politicians is very low in
the literature, especially in the metropolitan local governments, the increasing trend in
the number of women local politicians is significant and might be analyzed as a
change of gender regime in the governing structure of local politics.
For the purposes of analyzing the implication of this increasing number of female local
politicians, it is necessary to follow the previous parallel analysis of entrepreneurial and
social inclusion policies of the decentralization reforms. As discussed above, the main
term that functioned as the basis of social inclusion programs of this period was empow-
erment of the socially excluded disadvantaged and vulnerable groups. Women were
among the most important “disadvantaged” groups. Therefore, first it is possible to
argue that women local politicians served as important role models through their success-
ful self-empowerment stories. Second, in order to discuss whether increase in the number
of female local politicians means increased representation of women in general, it might
be helpful to analyze how they practiced their “policy agency.”
The term “women’s policy agency”51 refers to the limits and possibilities of the
agency of women in elected political offices. First, in the policy structure, the
content of these services as well as the ways these policies come into practice,
female constituencies are among the main recipients of social assistance as a disad-
vantaged group. Second, when the programs developed particularly for women as
a disadvantaged group in need of developing their individual skills and performance































mothers and wives. As indicated above, municipalities were responsible for opening
centers that women could consult with in order to solve their problems.
These centers were mostly named as women and family centers, centers for
women’s and children’s health, and centers for the education of women and
family. Women’s health centers were mostly referred to as centers of women and
family, and the seminars and education programs consisted of topics on mother–
child and husband–wife relations. At these centers, women were given education
programs before and after marriage about how to accomplish communication
among family members, how to manage arguments within the household and how
to raise good children. Thus, the services mostly targeted reproduction of the family.
The municipalities also opened centers for supporting female employment. Yet
similar to the discourse of other policy agendas, female employment was usually
stressed not in terms of women’s own goods as individuals but as a support to the
household income. The mother’s role and responsibility in education and well-
being of their children were highly stressed. A city’s renewal was equated to the
regeneration of women’s life styles. The social inclusion discourses on tidying up
the city space, empowering the disadvantaged to turn them into self-dependent resi-
dents and how this was symbolized through the transformation of their home, were
important for an analysis of the roles set for female local politicians.
Their new role assigned to mothers for raising “the mothers of the future” brought
along the translation of feminized labor at home to the way local politics was struc-
tured and performed. Under these conditions, the gendered division of labor within
the house started to become a resource that women could translate into capital. In the
literature, women being overloaded with their responsibilities at home has been
emphasized as an impediment to their taking active part in local governments.
However, these discursive parallels between the gendered roles at home and at the
city, and how they construct the gendered identities within the local political insti-
tutions, might be read as a need for different analytical tools to analyze the inter-
action between the gender roles in the institutions of politics and in other social
institutions.
Within the social inclusion strategy of the new economic program of local govern-
ments in Turkey, the policy agency of women was reduced to the activities related to
empowering the disadvantaged groups, among which women were also included.
The content of these programs were “shaped first and foremost in terms of the familial
sphere”52 and female empowerment was presented as a critical step in the empower-
ment and upgrading of the household. Thus, while the success stories of female local
politicians as good mothers and wives with professional careers were used as a
symbol of this upgraded face of the city, their policy agenda was limited by the pre-
determined gender roles within the overall local governance strategy.
Conclusion
In this study, three periods of decentralization reforms after 1980 in Turkey have been
discussed in terms of strategies of social reproduction as well as main actors that local






























governments have allied with for the purposes of social inclusion. Within the policy
structures of these three periods, the question of social inclusion was framed as repro-
duction of solidarity groupings, building local community as a self-help group itself
and regeneration of the disadvantageous groups. These are all over-feminized strat-
egies in the sense that they attribute certain roles to women, limiting not only the
possibility for their taking active roles in the decision-making bodies of these insti-
tutions but also their policy agency even when they succeed in entering them.
Thus, these three regimes of urban governance and the particular gender character-
istics of each of these regimes can be discussed in terms of the challenges they intro-
duce to the theoretical and methodological discussions about the question of
women’s representation at the local level. Decentralization as an administrative
reform program in different time periods in Turkey was based on a corporate
regime that brought together various actors for the purpose of local development.
Thus, rather than increased representation, accountability and democracy as stressed
in the idealized definition of decentralization, development continued to be the main
driving force of decentralization. The local governments functioned as the institutions
that brought together different local actors at different periods, serving a single
purpose rather than as institutions where conflicting interests are represented.
Representation of women under such structures is reduced to women fulfilling the
roles attributed to them in the strategy of local development in a given context. Thus,
rather than attributing an emancipatory role to local governments as discussed in the
idealizing approaches to decentralization, their roles and legitimacy structures in a
given time and space should be discussed in detail. Not every woman has equal
chances to participate or to be “represented” in these institutions and hence certain
gendered identities, interactions and discourses start to get more dominant or hege-
monic. What Lovenduski names as “women’s policy agency,”53 referring to the
limits and possibilities of the agency of women in elected political offices, is itself
conditioned by the structure of these offices at that time and space. This recruitment
of women for certain purposes either as elected or as non-elected participants might
be conceptualized as “over-feminized” local governance in the sense that their rep-
resentation has been reduced to their fulfilling certain fixed gender roles for
serving their community, locality or family.
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17. Öncü, “Politics of the Urban Land Market in Turkey,” 44.
18. Erkip, “Global Transformations Versus Local Dynamics in Istanbul,” 372.
19. Baslevent and Dayoglu, “Effect of Squatter Housing,” 33.
20. Hersant and Toumarkine, “Hometown Organisations in Turkey,” 17.
21. White, Para ile Akraba, 33.
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1995.
Alkan, Ayten. “Gendered Structures of Local Politics in Turkey.” Digest of Middle East Studies 18, no. 1
(2009): 31–56.
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Öncü, Ayşe. “The Politics of the Urban Land Market in Turkey: 1950–1980.” International Journal of
Urban and Regional Research 12, no. 1 (1988): 38–64.
Peng, Ito. “Social Care in Crisis: Gender, Demography, and Welfare State Restructuring In Japan.” Social
Politics: International Studies in Gender, State & Society 9, no. 3 (2002): 411–443.
Pierre, Jon. “Comparative Urban Governance Uncovering Complex Causalities.” Urban Affairs Review 40,
no. 4 (2005): 446–462.
Quilley, Stephen. “Manchester First: From Municipal Socialism to the Entrepreneurial City.” International
Journal of Urban and Regional Research 24, no. 3 (2000): 601–615.
Roy, Ananya. “Why India Cannot Plan Its Cities: Informality, Insurgence and the Idiom of Urbanization.”
Planning Theory 8, no. 1 (2009): 76–87.
Secor, Anna J. “Toward a Feminist Counter-Geopolitics: Gender, Space and Islamist Politics in Istanbul.”
Space and Polity 5, no. 3 (2001): 191–211.
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